
10 IRISH INDEPENDENTWeekendMagazine 27 October 2018

Interview

Politician, businessman and now author of a book about his
Kerry upbringing, Michael Healy-Rae tellsKim Bielenberg that
he sleeps likeMargaret Thatcher andworks like TonyGregory.

Photos by Clare Keogh

I dislike politicians who
get up, banging their fists,
saying they represent the
working man. The majority
of those people never did a
real day’s work in their lives
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H
emaybe thesecond-richestpolitician
in theDáil, according to reports, but
MichaelHealy-Rae isnot amangiven
to ostentatious displays of wealth.
There are no flash cars or jacuzzis
around his home in Kilgarvan. He
lives in the samemodest two-storey
whitehouseon theedgeof thevillage

wherehegrewup. “Everybodyelse left and I’mstill here,” he
jokes, asheservesmeRichTeabiscuits andslicesofCheddar
cheese at the kitchen table under a portrait of John FKen-
nedy. “Thehouse isnothing fancyat all.Myfathermade the
blocks himselfwhen the housewas built.”
On a typically busy Monday in his Kerry constituency,
Healy-Rae is at his most comfortable talking about his
upbringing as the youngest son of Jackie and Julie Healy-
Rae. He says of his American-bornmother, a consular offi-
cial and trained psychologist who met Jackie Healy-Rae
when she was in Kerry on holidays: “I always think it is
funny that my mother could speak seven languages —
includingwritingArabic— and I could barelymanage one.”
He likes to talk about his childhood in the Kerry village,
and his life in politics, and the lengths he will go to to win
votes and serve his constituents. When I call in to visit
him, he has been organising bus trips across the border
to the North for his constituents so that they can get fast
hip, knee and cataract hospital operations — and bypass
the chronic HSEwaiting lists.
Healy-Rae, who seldom walks without a phone firmly
pressed to his ear and is hardly ever seenwithout the cap, is
highly sensitive to the charge that he is the quintessential
parish pump politician — to the extent that he is almost a
caricature of the breed.
His critics would say that he only serves local interests,
but he has a ready response: he sees himself as the rural
version of Tony Gregory, the independent TD who was
hailed a hero when he brought home the bacon for inner-
city Dublin in the 1980s.
“The late Tony Gregory saw all the problems in the
inner-city of Dublin — he was meeting mothers living in
tenements and drugs were rampant. He did a deal with
Charlie Haughey as an independent, and got money to
build houses and clean up the drugs problem. I never heard
anybody say he was a parish pump politician — because
that was in Dublin.”
Warming to his theme, Healy-Rae says, “If that was me
looking for a bridge down in the Black Valley or a road in
Ventry or Lispole, they would say ‘he was only into pure
gombeen politics’.”
The 51-year-oldwill talk until the cows come home about
political campaigns, but he is a little more reticent when
attention turns to his own business interests, which are
immediately evident as you drive into Kilgarvan past the
life-sized cut-out sign of his father.
He owns the Maxol petrol station and the Mace conven-
ience store, which is run by his wife Eileen and daugh-
ter Juliette. As well as being the postmaster, Healy-Rae
recently won the contract to sort mail in the district, runs
a plant-hire business, and has his own farm. He has a con-
tract supplying fuel to the county council. He is reported to
be the biggest landlord in the Dáil, with 10 rental properties
— and is also busy turning an old pub complex in Tralee
into apartments.
His brother Danny, the oldest in the family, also has his
own plant-hire business, and owns the Jackie Healy-Rae
pub. Although the brothers co-operated in the 2016 gen-
eral election when they both won seats, they run their
own political and business operations. Michael says, “We
have the same viewpoints on the big issues, but we are not
joined at the hip.”
With such a busy life, it is hardly surprising that the pol-
itician found it hard to find time to produce his first book,
Time to Talk,which has just been released. The volume is a
series of short episodes from his upbringing in Kilgarvan,
focusing heavily on his parents and stories from around
the area.
In order to produce the book, his ghostwriter Tara King
was only allowed to be in contact him between the hours
of midnight and 7am. Like Margaret Thatcher, Healy-Rae
says he gets by on very little sleep — and when I go to his
constituency office early in the morning, he has already
been up and about for almost three hours.
TheTD runs his political operation like amini-ministry in
a small room at the back of his postal sorting office. In the
somewhat cramped office, he works with three assistants
including his son Jackie Junior, and visitors are ushered
into the inner sanctum through the Mace shop.
Phones are constantly buzzing with calls from

On one occasion
he received a
request to bury
a constituent’s
amputated

leg in the local
graveyard in the
middle of the
night — and
duly obliged

constituents, and he is closely briefed by his secretary
Martina Drew, who seems to be his eyes and ears. At one
point, she prompts himwith some information as he does
an interview on local radio.
The requests made of the TD range from the humdrum
to the downright bizarre. On one occasion some years ago,
he received a request to bury a constituent’s amputated leg
in a local graveyard in the middle of the night — and duly
obliged. The man concerned might have literally had one
foot in the grave, but there was also one vote guaranteed
in the ballot box.
The pictures on display in the constituency office reflect
the Healy-Rae interests — Pope John Paul II, Charles
Haughey, and Michael himself with the late model Katy
French. It is a story of traditional Catholicism, an upbring-
ing in the heart of Fianna Fáil as an admirer of Haughey
(before a dramatic parting of theways under BertieAhern),
and a touch of celebrity.
The Healy-Raes stood out as pro-life TDs during the
recent referendum, but his own version of Catholic belief
is not lacedwith any kind of sanctimony. He once caused a
national commotion back in the 1990swhen he noted that
sales of Playboy magazine were far outstripping those of
the Farmers Journal in his Kilgarvan shop.
In his book, he recalls how his family were friendly with
Eamonn Casey when he was Bishop of Kerry, and
he used to call into the pub regularly. When he

Ringing the changes:
Michael Healy-Rae on
Kilgarvan’s Main Street
and (above left) at home
with his cat; (below)
pictured outside the
Dáil with his brother
Danny after their
election in 2016
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met the Healy-Raes one time, the Bishop introduced his
girlfriend Annie Murphy as his cousin. Healy-Rae says his
mother Juliewas always dubious— and had an inkling that
there was somethingmore to the relationship.
“Looking back, I was upset at the way Bishop Casey was
ostracised and had to go away and live in exile,” says Healy-
Rae. “The press did what they had to do, but in the greater
scheme of things they were two consenting adults — and
they didn’t hurt anybody.”
With regards to the recent abortion referendum, there is
a sense that he hasmoved on— and that this is not a battle
that will be refought: “We live in a democracy. Peoplewere
asked a question and theyvoted. I might not like the result,
but that is what people voted for.”
Up in the living room of his house, Healy-Rae is keen
to show off his extensive library of books, and appears
obsessed by the Kennedy family. “I have read hundreds of
books about them,” he says, fetching down a book about the
Kennedy women, and speculating that Jackie was having
an affairwith Bobby Kennedy after JFKwas shot.
Healy-Rae sees old Joe Kennedy, the patriarch of the clan,
as an inspiration, and follows closely his simple advice
about electioneering: “If youwant people to vote for you—
you have to go out and ask them to.”
It is a message that the Healy-Raes take to heart, and in
his book, Healy-Rae recalls how his father would stop at
nothing tomake personal contactwith voters. Jackie Healy-
Raewas not to be deflected if he didn’t get an answer after
knocking at a constituent’s home or ringing the doorbell.
Getting no response at one woman’s house, when he was
canvassing with his son, Jackie put his head around the
door and shouted, and finally got a reply from upstairs.
As Healy-Rae recalls it, “Off he goes up the stairs, cap on
his head, canvass cards under his arm, and straight into the
bathroom where herself is sitting inside in the tub, noth-
ing but suds covering the bit of modesty. Without batting
an eyelid, my father starts canvassing her, even handing

her a ‘Healy-Rae for No. 1’ canvass card…. When there’s a
politician out canvassing, you’re not even safe in your own
bath!”
When he was a boy in the late 1970s, his parents sepa-
rated. He stayed living in the housewith his mother, while
his father lived nearby. He betrays little emotion about the
split.
“It was more unusual than it would be now for a woman
to be bringing up children without a husband in the
house. Times were different and it was not an everyday
occurrence. But afterwards my parents got on fine.”
Healy-Rae’s enthusiasm about showing off his book col-
lection can perhaps be attributed to the fact that he himself
could not read until he was 12.
“I am dyslexic. There was no such thing as detecting
those problemswhen Iwas young. I was 100pcwritten off.
If youwere not up to speed on reading andwriting, people
thought youwere stupid. Your headwas not considered to
be as good as everybody else’s.”
He recalls how a young nun, Sister Regina, came to his
rescue just before he went to secondary school. “She told
memymindwas locked upwith small padlocks. Andwhat
she neededwas a key for each one to open up a piece of my
mind. So that is what we did — and eventually I was able

to read andwrite.”
Growing up, Healy-Rae pursued his twin passions for
makingmoney in anyway possible, and politics. His father
was a Fianna Fáil activist and councillor renowned for his
organisational skills. Hewas drafted in to help run by-elec-
tions around the country. Healy-Rae remembers being
excited when a politician died, because he would be taken
out of school to go off campaigning with Jackie in some
far-flung corner of the country.
Taking me on a walk through Kilgarvan to his old
national school, which is now a community centre, Healy-
Rae ruefully reflects on how the village has changed. At
10.30 in themorning, there is nobody around on the street.
Trucks honk their horns as the drivers spot the slight
frame of Kerry’s most famous politician as they pass.
Standing near his old schoolroom, he tells me how his
favourite teacher, Master Hickey, used to bring a gun
into class and shoot grey crows out the back window —
“blaguardswithwings” he used to call them. It is a practice
that would not be in line with modern health and safety
norms, but Healy-Rae approved.
He shows me the dozens of buildings that were once
shops or pubs, recalling the people who worked in them.
“When I was growing up, there were 26 shops here —
butchers, bike shops, sweetshops. Now there are just two
—my own shop and one at the other end of the village.”
Healy-Rae’s schemes for making money when he was
growing up were manifold. As a child, he cycled to fetch
‘messages’ for local people living outside the village. He
sold sweets at school, collected holly at Christmas, painted
houses, andworked in a piggery.
Andwhen hewent to agricultural college in Pallaskenry,
Co Limerick, he made healthy profits on the side by
selling poitín.
Before politics started to take up most of his time, his
main focuswas on hismachinery business.With his exten-
sive real-estate portfolio, he has little time for other TDs
who give out about politicians who are into property.
“Theywill drive every landlord out andwhat will happen
is the homes will be sold and occupied, and less will be

From top: Healy-Rae
at work in his office; a
poster in Kilgarvan

Clan: Michael with wife
Eileen and their children
Jackie, Rosie, Kevin and
Ian at their daughter
Juliette’s marriage to
Patrick Dennehy
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available. There is nothing wrong with being a landlord
— you pay your taxes, and that is it.”
He proudly recalls how he became a teenage landlord: at
the age of 19, hewas doing up a property and renting it out.
“I dislike politicianswho get up, banging their fists, saying
they represent the working man — the majority of those
people never did a real day’s work in their lives.”
As well as being one of the most prolific vote-getters in
the Dáil — boasting in the book how he once even man-
aged to secure a vote after running over and killing a con-
stituent’s dog on a canvass — Healy-Rae is also one of the
most accident-prone politicians in living memory.
He is renowned as the cat with nine lives, having sur-
vived bad car smashes, including one which had him in a
full body cast, and on crutches for four years. He has been
attacked by a cow that stamped him “in the goolies depart-
ment”, almost choked on a chicken before he was rescued
by a neighbour’s Heimlichmanoeuvre, andwas carried out
of the Dáil on a stretcher after he collapsed.
Evenwhen hewas in mother’s womb, hewas given a jolt
when his she suffered an electric shock, when she touched
a fridge that had gone live.
So how come he gets into such scrapes? “I think if you
do a lot, on a law of averages things will happen to you,”
he answers.
Facing up to life’s adversities and those of his

I am dyslexic.
There was no
such thing as
detecting those
problems when I
was young. I was
100pc written
off. People
thought you
were stupid

constituents, Healy-Rae sometimes looks like he carries the
weight of the world on his shoulders. He says he likes to
follow advice of his mother, gleaned from her training as a
psychologist. She used to tell him: “It’s not what happens
to you in life that matters, it’s howyou react.”
When the microphones are switched off and the camera
lights dim, he is a more cerebral figure than the persona
that is seen in TV studios and in the Dáil. With the cap as
his essential prop, at times it seems that he is playing out
the role, perfected by his father over decades. He is initially
wary, particularlywhen hewants to close off a certain line
of questioning. But as themorning passes, and he has sized
up the terrain, he exudes more warmth, becomes more
effusive, and seems genuinely hospitable.
Bertie Ahernmade a rare political misjudgmentwhen he
failed to put his father on the ticket for Fianna Fáil in the
1997 general election. Jackie Healy-Rae won a seat as an
independent, secured Government investment in his area
in return for his support, and a political dynasty in Leinster
Housewas born.
Asked if the Healy-Raes would ever rejoin Fianna Fáil in
the future, Healy-Rae says, “It is unlikely, but you never
know— someday theymight join us.”

‘Time to Talk’ by Michael Healy-Rae
is published by Gill Books at €16.99



Review

How we became
a nation of renters

Growing numbers of people are remaining tenants past their twenties
into their forties and even sixties. They tellKim Bielenberg

how they and their families cope with the uncertainty
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bombas thepopulationages, but there is also the
looming threat of a rental time bomb.
The rapid ageing of ourpopulationwill be one
of the most significant social developments of
the next two decades.
The number of people over the age of 65 is
expected to reach 1.4 million by 2040, or close
to a quarter of the total population.
At the moment, up to 85pc of people over 65
own their own homes, but that number is likely
to plummet in the coming years.
According to a housing report by the charity
Alone, 10pc of Irish people aged 50 to 54 rent
their homes from private landlords.
McCafferty of Threshold highlights how we
have moved away from the home-ownership
model and this trend was already apparent in
the last census.
The census of 2016 showed a 38pc increase in
the number of 35-44 year old who are renting.
The trend is also evident in the older age
groups with a 22pc increase in those renting
between the ages of 55 to 64, and a24pc increase
among over 65s.
The Celtic Tiger crash contributed to these
numbers. A significant number of renters
previously owned their homes, but lost them in
the crash as theycould not afford themortgage.
Another contributory factor is the rise in the
number of divorced or separated people.
Theemergenceof the“cuckoofunds”,corporate

Continued on Page 4

it is going to affect a lot of people who never
thought theywould end up in these situations.”
Thenumberof renters in theprivate sectorhas
trebled in Ireland since theyear2000 to900,000.
ButDrMichael Byrne, lecturer in Social Policy
at UCD, says the Government has not adapted
to this change. “So far, the approach has been
one of reacting and firefighting, but there is no
clear vision of where wewant to go.”
Traditionally in previous decades, rentingwas
considered a transitional option on the way to
home-owning nirvana.
Those on average incomes— fromcarpenters,
officeworkers andplumbers to teachers, nurses
andgardaí—could aspire tohave aplace of their
own.
John-Mark McCafferty, chief executive of
housing charityThreshold, says: “In Irelandwe
had an asset-basedwelfare systembased on the
ideaofbeingahomeowner—andpayingoffyour

mortgage beforeyou retire. Becauseyou owned
yourhome,youcould liveonyourpension—and
leverage your asset to access care.”
Thatmodel has beenblown to smithereens for
agrowingnumberof people sincewewent from
boom to bust and back again.
The rise of the renting generations might be
bearable if itwas affordable. Even two-bedroom
apartments in Dublin commonly cost up to
€2,000 per month — and rents have spiralled
upwards in towns and cities across the country.
It is hard enough for middle-income earners
to find affordable options, and compete
for properties, even when they are earning
reasonable salaries.
But what will this growing cohort of families
andsinglepeopledowhen theyreachretirement
age, and theystill faceenormousrents—without
any capital built up in a home? In recent years
therehas beenmuch focus on thepensions time

The faces of Ireland’s rental crisis
The big read: Ireland is turning into a rental
society across generations – with the number
of tenants in every age group surging each
year. But radical action is required to reduce
stress, improve security of tenure and make
rents affordable.Kim Bielenberg reports

A
young couplewith a toddler and a
baby on the way are given notice
to quit—as the landlordhikes the
rent by€500 to nearly€2,000 per
month.
Another young family paying

high rent are told by the landlord that theycan’t
put a cot in one of the bedrooms. So, they have
to move.
At the otherendof the age scale, awomanwho
has lived in the same rented accommodation for
70 years is ordered out of her home. Her own
parents lived in thesameflat, but shehas to leave.
Pensioners, forced to join a frantic hunt for
affordable property with students and office
workers, are consigned to live in substandard
homeswithmould,unfixed leaksand inadequate
heating.
The student struggling to find anywhere to
staycommutesup to twohours fromtheir family
home because they cannot afford to stay close
to the university.
These are stories of renting in Ireland across
the generations in 2019,wherehomeownership
is fast becoming a quaint fantasy for all but the
most wealthy.
As we head towards the end of the second
decade of the 21st century, it is finally dawning
on us that the system of housing in Ireland is
nowabrokenmodel, and it is affectingourwhole
way of life.
SeánMoynihan, chief executive of the charity
Alone, says: “Unless a solution is found, there
will be pushback in the next few years because

Jumping through
hoops: Mark

Robson’s rent was
hiked from €550 to
€900 a month by
investors. For his
story, see Page 6.
Photo by Kyran

o’brien
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investorswhoare snappingupwhole apartment
blocksacross thecountry,hasalsohelped topush
families into the rental sector, according to Dr
Michael Byrne.
Earlier in the decade, the Government rolled
out the red carpet for investment trusts with
generous tax terms. Since 2012, almost 10,000
housing units have been bought by corporate
investors — and 3,000 homes were bought by
them last year. Many newhousing schemes are
nowbuilt for rent only, because developers find
that they are more profitable.
“Wearenotvictimsof international fundshere,
because it is part of government policy,” saysDr
Byrne. “If your government makes attracting
international capital into your property market
one of its priorities, you can be sure itwill make
it difficult for ordinary homebuyers to compete
against them.”
It couldbeargued that corporate investorshave
boosted supply in the rental sector — and are
more professional in their approach to looking
after properties thanmom and pop landlords.
But Threshold’s John-Mark McCafferty says
theytend to focuson theupperendof themarket,
and are not providing accommodation for low-
to middle-income groups. They can also set a
benchmark of high rents.
An Irish Government survey earlier this year
showed that the majority of renters still cling
to the home-owning ideal. Up to 86pc said they
wouldprefer tobuy if theyhad thechoice. Butwe
will have to adapt to the reality that a significant
section of the populationwill rent in the future.
In order to reduce the stress for tenants,
McCafferty believes we need to improve the
securityof tenure in rental properties.Threshold
tackles numerous cases where landlords push
tenants out for spurious reasons in order to push
up the rent.
In othercountries, tenantsmayhave indefinite
tenancies so long as theyare paying the rent and
obeying the rules.And tenants can stayput even
if a property is sold. In Germany, the average
length of tenancy is 11 years.
The insecurity suffered by tenants affects the
cohesionof communities.Theymaybe forced to
move far away from schools, churches, friends
and family — loosening community ties and
creating a society of atomised individuals.
DrMichael Byrne of UCD sayswe cannot rely
on the market to house our population.
“If you are relying solely on the market for
housing, there is a high likelihood that you will
have periods of inadequate supply linked to a
boom/bust cycle. You need 20-30pc of your
housing to come from other sources.”
Dr Byrne advocates the cost-rental model
popular in continental countries suchasAustria.
This means that as a tenant, you pay a rent
whichcovers thecostofahousingbodyproviding
your home, but nobodymakes a profit.
While some tenants on low incomes may be
subsidised,mostwill simplycover the cost of the
rent,which normallyworks out at an average of
75pc of private sector rent.
“In Austria, renting property in this way is
extremely common among people of many
different backgrounds, and it is not seen as a
poverty alleviation measure.”
The Government is supporting a few cost
rental schemes, but there is little sign that they
will meet the enormous demand for affordable
housing fromthosewhoearn toomuch forsocial
housingand too little toownahomeof theirown.
Radical actionwill be required, and thedesperate
yearning fromtenants foranaffordable roof over
their heads is only likely to become greater in
the coming years.

Continued from Page 3

FIFTIES
Name:Aengus
Hennessy

EdwinMullanewon awrongful
termination of tenancy case against
his landlord after his familywere

unfairly forced to leave their apartment on the
Northside of Dublin.
The landlord claimed shewas selling the
apartment, but Edwin discovered soon after
his family had left that a new tenant had
moved in on a much higher rent.
“Losing your homewhen you have a child
and yourwife is pregnant is one of the most
stressful things that you can go through,” says
Edwin, whoworks in the arts.
“That is why I am passionate about helping
others. The morewe can do to help each other
be aware of tenants’ rights, the morewe can do
to cut down stress for other families.”
Edwin’s wife Elaine is a yoga teacher, and
they now have two young boys, aged three
and one. In 2017, when Elainewas expecting
her second child, the landlord told them they
would have to move out, because shewas
selling up.
“I asked the landlord if there was anywaywe
could stay until after the babywas born,” says
Edwin. “She told us shewanted an extra €500
permonth for us to stay.”
The apartment was in a rent pressure zone,
where landlords are not allowed to hike rent

bymore than 4pc. So the proposed increase of
€500 broke that limit.
“We said that we could not pay the extra rent
of that amount. And then she said shewould
have to sell the place.
“She told us shewas selling but she made no
effort to market the property.
“Wewere only out of the apartment two
weeks when a friend of mine told me someone
hadmoved in — and I knew no sale could be
turned around in that time.”
Edwin enlisted the support of housing
charity Threshold and took a case to
Residential Tenancies Board, which found in
his favour.
“My generation has come into this
horrendous ramped upmarket,” he says.
“Unless we start complaining or take action
about this, nothingwill be done.
“There is very little security for tenants in
Ireland. I have friends in Edinburgh, Paris and
Berlin — and they are not looking over their
shoulder, worrying about what might happen
if the landlord calls.
“We are very positive people andwe don’t
want to be portrayed as victims.
“We just want to raise awareness of the rights
of tenants in Ireland and thework Threshold
is doing.”

‘Mywifewas pregnant
andwewere told to leave’
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A engus Hennessy is one of the growing
number of older tenants in their fifties
who are uncertain about what happens

when they reach retirement age.
The 51-year-old cabinet maker rents a house
in Glasnevinwith his partner Latifa Krim, an
artist and teacher. They have two boys, aged 12
and 9.
“What is my retirement plan? I keepworking
until I drop dead. I will have a state pension,
which is a pittance,” Aengus says, only half-
jokingly.
Aengus and Latifa pay €1,500 permonth for
their house — and he estimates that up to 70pc
of his income goes in rent.
Although he likes his home, he believes
tenants are like second-class citizens in Ireland.
Aengus, a member of the Dublin Tenants
Association, holds out for the hope that he
could buy some land andmove to the country.
He says rapacious landlords from real estate
investment trusts (REITs) are moving into
Ireland, a countrywith poor tenancy laws, and
outbidding regular buyers.
“The traditional idea of getting a mortgage
and paying it off over your lifetime has gone,”
he says.
“We have a lot invested in the area where we
live — Iwork nearby andwe have two kids in
school.
“The problem is that tenants have no security
of tenure.We can be evicted for any reason at
any time.
“There should be security of tenure for all
tenants so long as they are paying their rent.”
He says improved security of tenure would
benefit both landlords and tenants.
“Without it, tenants are not invested in
a house and so are unlikely to maintain a
property that theymay be evicted from.
“However, when they feel secure in a house
and feel that it is a home, then they are farmore
likely to maintain a property and engage in the
community.”

‘My retirement
plan – keep
working until I
drop dead’

L eonardo dos Santos and his partner Tabata
had to move out of one apartment after
the landlord refused to allow them to put

baby furniture in one of the bedrooms for their
daughter Stella.
Leonardo, whoworks as a software engineer,
moved here last year to take up a job.
Hewas surprised how difficult it was to find an
apartment, and attended dozens of viewings with
queues stretching outside the building.
The Brazilian ITworker says in his home
country, tenants have a lot more control over the
property and canmake it like a home, so long
as they leave it in the same state as when they
arrive.
“In Ireland, everything is so tightly controlled —
you are like a guest overpaying to be in someone
else’s apartment.”
The couple pay €1,900 permonth for their two-
bed flat — half of his net income.

Even paying an enormous rent, the couple were
barred from organising one of the bedrooms for
their baby in their first flat in Ireland.
He says he feels more pressure since his
daughter Stella was born.
Heworries about the hardships he could face
if the landlordwanted to sell and he had to find
another place at a higher rent.
“It’s a constant cloud of fear hovering over us
that if the prices keep rising, soonwewon’t be
able to afford a place.”
He has no doubt that the spiralling property
prices are discouraging skilled people in his
industry from coming to Ireland.
He had friends whowere considered coming
here, but decided against it because of the
accommodation costs.
“I told them it’s a great place to live, but it’s
rental madness.
“The prices are out of control.”

‘The landlordwouldn’t let
me put in baby furniture’

TWENTIES
Name: Leonardo
dos Santos

‘In Ireland
everything
is so tightly
controlled,
you are
like a guest
overpaying
to be in
someone
else’s
apartment’
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THIRTIES
Name: EdwinMullane

‘My
generation
has come
into this
horrendous
ramped up
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FORTIES
Name: Patricia Lanney

‘The porch collapsed on my husband’s
head and the landlord just laughed’

P atricia Lanney (42) has seen both sides of
the rental divide as both a landlord and
tenant.

She rented out an apartment in Tallaght, Co
Dublin and says the place waswrecked by some of
the tenants.
As a tenant living in a house in neighbouring
Kingswoodwith her husband, she herself had an
unhappy experiencewith a landlord. After the
landlord refused to pay back a €1,000 deposit, she
took a case to the Residential Tenancies Board
andwon on appeal.
“We never had a good relationship with the
landlord from the first couple of months.
“I couldn’t believe how filthy it was whenwe
moved in. The flooringwas popping up in areas.
There was chewing gum stuck on things.
“There were holes in thewalls in the bathroom.
The showerwas leaking and there were holes in
the ceiling.
“There was an old weather porch — andmy
husband closed it one daywhen hewas going out
to work and it fell on his head.

“When I rang the landlord, she just started
laughing. If anythingwent wrong in the house
and you called her, she could get quite abusive.
“After a fewyears we stopped calling her
because of the abusewe got.
“Tenants are afraid that if they ring the landlord
too much, he or shewill decide to get rid of them.
“There is also the privacy issue. You are always
on tenterhooks in case the landlord turns up.
“The neighbours told us that the landlord used
to come aroundwhenwewere on holidays and
peep in thewindow.
“In March of last year, she gave us notice to
leave, because she said shewas selling the place.
“We left the place immaculate, andwe thought
wewould have no problem getting the deposit
back.
“She said wewere not getting the money back.”
After an appeal before the Residential Tenancies
Board, she got her deposit back, plus €300
damages.
She and her husband are now living back in her
family homewith her father.
They are now searching for a home to buy.
“I think a lot of people are moving back to their
family homes because the situation is so bad.
“There is noway that I am going to rent again
aftermy experiences.”

More on Page 6



Saturday, April 27, 2019 Review

L ike a good number of mature
tenants across Ireland, Mark
Robson owned his own house at

one time.
But the 63-year-old lost everything in
the crash of 2008, including his job as
a lorry driver. “I could no longer afford
mymortgage, so I had to give upmy
home,” he says.
Afterworking in computer security
for three years in Latvia, Robson
returned to Ireland and rented a
two-bed apartment in Ballivor, Co
Meathwith the support of a Housing
Assistance Payment (HAP)
“It was not fit for people to live in.
There was mould and damp, which
affected my health, and the roof leaked,”
says thewidower.
Then, last year, an investor bought up
the block of flats, and pushed up the
rent from €550 to €900. “I was not told
of the rent increase and later I was told
that I was €600 in arrears.”
Last October, he faced the threat of
homelessness when he had to leave his
flat.
“In Dublin, a landlordwould not be
allowed to buy a load of flats and almost
double the rent.
“Landlords in Ireland are getting
awaywith murder. There should be
inspectors who check these places out.”
Fortunately, Mark recently received
support from the Alone charity, and has
since found a flat close by, which is paid
for through the HAP scheme.

SIXTIES
Name:MarkRobson

‘I had to leave
when an investor
bought my flat’

Continued from Page 5

R etired carpenter
Christy Jackson (70)
has lived in some

appalling conditions in flats
in Dublin since he returned
to Ireland a decade ago.
He says it not easy for
pensioners to find affordable
accommodation of a decent
standard in the capital.
The returned emigrant and
former resident of Artane
Industrial School hoped to
come back from England
under the Safe Home
scheme.
But he says that by the time
he came home, hewas unable
to access funding.
At one point hewas living in
a hotel costing €400 aweek
out of his savings, and he
thenmoved between flats.

NOISYTENANTS
“I went on the council
housing list, but I didn’t get
anywhere. In just two years, I
lived in six places.
“In one of the one-bedroom
flats where I lived for €130
perweek, the hot water and
the shower neverworked.
“Some of the other tenants
living in the buildingwere
undesirable, and aggressive.
It was very noisy— a lot of
shouting and roaring.
“The people from (charity)
Alone got wind of it and came
to see me.
“Theywere the ones that got
me out of there. They got me
an apartment in Kilmainham
for older people living on
their own. It’s a lovely place.”

‘The shower
and hot water
neverworked’

SEVENTIES
Name: ChristyJackson
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They were the best-known Catholic
educators in the land; now they’re

barely visible. Starting our new series
on the state of the Catholic Church,
KIMBIELENBERG considers the
legacy of the Christian Brothers

Brother,
whereart thou?
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The Brothers grim:
Confronting an
‘unpardonable’ past

I
t is an unlikely headquarters for an age-old
congregation that used to be one of themost
powerful and feared institutions in the State.
The European Province of the Christian

Brothers is run from amodern office block,
built by the order in a leafy lane off Griffith

Avenue in Dublin 9.
When I arrive tomeet Brother EdmundGarvey,

the leader of the Irish Christian Brothers, I am
greeted by a woman in the reception area of a
sleekmodernist building with the atmosphere of
a small multinational corporation.
In days gone by, lengthy conversations between

Brothers and women were actively discouraged.
The rules of the order stated that Brothers “in

all conversations with females, must observe great
reserve andmodesty andmake the conversations
as brief as possible”.
The Brothers have dispensed with the dark

cassocks in which they patrolled classrooms
up and down the land for generations. I am
welcomed into a boardroom by Brother Garvey,
neatly dressed and businesslike in a sky blue
shirt and navy tie.
Themodern Christian Brothers are a slimmed-

down operation. They have had to adapt to a socie-
ty in which vocations are non-existent— and their
role as disciplinarian teachers has long vanished.
Louth-born Brother Garvey tells me that when

he became a postulant, a trainee for the congrega-
tion, as a 14-year-old in 1959, the order was hitting
its peak in terms of numbers.
In its heyday there were as many as 1,300

Christian Brothers across the country— and over
4,000 around the world—who had all taken vows

of poverty, chastity and obedience. Now there are
nomore than 170 brothers surviving in the whole
of Ireland — and the average age is 79.
The Congregation’s Irish leader says the last

Brother to join up was in 1995 — and he left after
only half a decade.
The power may have gone as the Brothers

disappeared suddenly from public view, but they
have left a deep imprint on themale Irish psyche.
There is a legacy of resentment among many

former pupils about their excessive use of corporal
punishment.
Memories of beatings are still vivid among

a cohort of middle-aged and elderly men, and
there is a lingering feeling that all too frequently
the punishment was indiscriminate and random.
At the same time, there is also an appreciation

that the Brothers provided an education, particu-
larly to the less well off.
Often, when you talk to ex-pupils, they may

harbour both resentment and a certain level

of gratitude at the same time. When I raise the
difficult questions about the Brothers’ legacy,
the response of Brother Garvey is one of studied
remorse, and he chooses his words carefully.
The congregation’s founder Edmund Ignatius

Rice was actually against the use of physical pun-
ishment, a point that is highlighted by Brother
Garvey.
“He believed that where possible, it should not

be used at all,” says Brother Garvey.
“There was a huge overemphasis on corporal

punishment that crept into the schools, unfor-
tunately.”
So why did the order go against the wishes of its

founder, to such an extent that it became a byword
of classroom brutality among a significant section
of the population?

PRESSUREONEXAMRESULTS
He attributes this to the fact that schools were paid
by their exam grades — so there was enormous
pressure to get results.
Evenmore damaging to the congregation than

the reputation for classroom severity were the
damning findings of the Ryan Report of 2009,
which found that sexual abuse was “endemic” in
industrial schools for boys run by the Brothers.
The report also found that “a climate of fear,

created by pervasive, excessive and arbitrary
punishment” permeated the schools.
“Children lived with the daily terror of not

knowing where the next beating was coming
from,” the report said.
Pondering the findings of the Ryan Report

almost a decade later, Brother Garvey expresses

Their defenders say they educated boys
whose families couldn’t provide for them;
their detractors say they were a byword for
classroom brutality and abuse. Starting our
series on Catholicism ahead of the visit of
Pope Francis,KIMBIELENBERG explores
the complex legacy of the Christian Brothers

It’s amatter of extreme
regret and sorrowand
shame that peoplewould
have suffered to the extent
thatwas described

Belfast
actress
Laura

Donnelly
on family
andFriel

Why is Emily
Brontë still so
mysterious?
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‘A TEACHER
ATTACKED A BOY

WITH A SET SQUARE’

Roddy Doyle says his time at St Fintan’s Christian Brothers
School in the 1970s was tough, but at times hilarious.
“If you weren’t isolated and had friendship at the back

of the room, you could survive. You’d wonder about the loners
and how they got on.
“It was a strange place to be dropped into at the age of 13. At

my national school, there was corporal punishment, but it was
never meted out with any savagery.
“At Fintan’s there was an unpredictability about it. Justice or

fair play did not come into it. There could be a sudden explosion.
“There was a lay teacher who used to wander the corridors,

looking for excuses to hit people.
“There were three or four of us messing around, but doing

nothing that merited any punishment, other thanmaybe a
growl.
“I was 15, and I was given three slaps on each hand with a

leather strap. It was absolute agony.
“His sweat landed onme as he did it — and I have no doubt

there was some sort of sexual gratification.
“I once saw a teacher, a Brother, assaulting a boy with a set

square. The boy was on the ground and the Brother was hitting
him with it.
“Some of the teachers were quite good. Others were shiftless

and lazy.
“There was a Brother who would try to be cool. He wore

sandals and he used to bring in records to play, and he would
tell us the evidence of God in the lyrics.
“One Brother kept his left hand in the pocket of his soutane.

He said he was left-handed, and he was afraid of what he would
do if he hit anybody with it.
“There was a certain fear, but he was a good English teacher.

The CompleteWorks of Shakespeare could come out of the
pocket of the soutane.”

regret about what happened. “The report was
extremely severe on the industrial schools, on the
Christian Brothers and the way those institutions
were run.
“It’s a matter of extreme regret and sorrow and

shame that people would have suffered to the ex-
tent that was described in the Ryan Commission
in those institutions.”
Brother Garvey acknowledges that the most

vulnerable in society living in industrial schools
suffered “in horrendous ways”.
“That is unpardonable, unconscionable — and

I would almost go as far to say even unforgivable,
but I would perhaps not go that far.”
The Brothers leader says the State committed

young people to these institutions.
He questions why the severity of the industrial

schools was not spotted, inspected and eliminated.
“Somebody had to know, but nothing was really

done about it.”
So is it hard for the surviving Brothers to come to

termswith the damage done to the Congregation’s
reputation?
“If people have a difficulty with us, it is difficult

listening to their story and accepting it,” says
Brother Garvey.
But he says that generally the local communities

in which the Brothers live are extraordinarily loyal,
and there are good relationships.
“By and large, they have not shown any animosity

or aggression towards the Brothers.”
In 2009, the congregation promised to pay €34m

towards a redress scheme for victims of abuse in
residential institutions. Brother Garvey says the
order still has to pay €8.8m of that amount, and

he says he hopes the total bill will be cleared by
early next year.
The Brothers may be diminished in number,

but the congregation still has a high turnover
of cash, tied up in a number of companies and
charitable trusts.

ASSETS OF€332M
In 2009, the assets of Brothers were valued at
€332m—of which €262mwas tied up in real estate
and €70m was in financial assets.
On top of this, the congregation transferred

school property worth €430m to a linked body
known as the Edmund Rice Schools Trust.
It is not clear howmuch the assets of the order

are worth now.
In the most recent accounts published by the

charity regulator for 2015 and 2016, the European
Province of the Brothers, whose activities are largely
in Ireland, had a total gross income of €29m and
it spent €33m.
Brother Garvey says the money helps towards

the care of retired members of the congregation,
most of whom are elderly. The order also funds
adult education and summer camps for children
from disadvantaged backgrounds, promising a
“week of fun-filled activities in a safe and friendly
environment”.
Richmond Newstreet, an Irish-registered com-

pany linked with the congregation’s international
operations, has net assets of €20m, according to

Damian O’Farrell was among the first
victims of sexual abuse to secure a
conviction against a former Christian

Brother.
Twenty years ago, the national school

teacher received a suspended sentence
and a fine for sexual abuse.
By the time of his conviction, the

teacher had left the Christian Brothers
and wasmarried with children.
O’Farrell, a city councillor who works

as a special adviser to Minister Finian
McGrath, complained to gardaí as an
adult, and the ex-Brother was prosecuted
20 years after the incidents took place
in 1978.
O’Farrell says hemade a

complaint after discovering that
his abuser was still teaching in
another school even after
he reported the abuse to
the congregation.
He says the abuse

happened seven or eight
times at the school.
“He would stick his

hand downmy trousers and
fondle me.”
In the court case, Det Sgt

Matt Murphy spoke of an incident that involved
fondling of the penis and testicles.

Looking back on the incident 40 years
later, O’Farrell says: “When the school
broke up for the summer holidays, he
got a few of us down to the school
to do jobs. That was his modus
operandi.”
According to the court report of

the time, the same teacher abused
another boy, and the incident
involved masturbation in a shed
at the rear of the school and in
a classroom.

Around the time of the
trial, Damian saw the
ex-Brother distributing
cleaning catalogues on
the street where he
lives.
“I hid in some

bushes to avoid him.
I was still afraid of
him.
“In all my time

dealing with the
Christian Brothers, I
didn’t find any Christian
charity,” Damian says.

‘I DIDN’T FIND ANY CHRISTIAN CHARITY’

@ReviewIndo

Doyle: An
unpredictability
of punishment.
PHOTO: MARK
CONDREN

Regret and
sorrow: Brother
EdmundGarvey.

PHOTO: GERRY
MOONEY

Still afraid:
O’Farrell. PHOTO:
FRANKMc GRATH
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the most recent accounts. So, after the horrors
of the Ryan Report, and the never-ending
accounts of beatings inflicted on pupils in the
past, what does Brother Garvey believe is the
positive legacy?
“If it hadn’t been for the Christian Brothers,

you’d wonder what kind of education system
we would have had,” he says.
“They provided a good education and gave it

freely, and laid down a good schools infrastruc-
ture that is going forward.”
While the abuse in industrial schools and

other institutions was investigated in the Ryan
Report, has the issue of violence perpetrated by
teachers in Christian Brothers schools really
been explored. Many ex-pupils still carry the
emotional scars.
Professor Pat Dolan, director of the Child and

Family Research Centre at NUI Galway, believes
there should be a type of truth commission so
that adult victims can tell of what they suffered
in school.
Dolan, who suffered regular beatings at North

Brunswick Street CBS, says: “The Brothers did
a lot of physical harm and they got away with
it —when they shouldn’t have got away with it.”
Brothers carried an exotic range of weapons,

from bamboo canes, to chair legs and ruler
sticks — and the familiar one-and-a-half-foot
leather strap.
“In the classroom, if you got your spelling

wrong you got slapped, and at one time I was
slapped on a daily basis,” says Professor Dolan.
While this form of corporal punishment was

still quite common in other schools apart from
the Christian Brothers, many former pupils ed-
ucated by the congregation report much more
violent attacks that went unpunished.

It is the apparently random nature and fre-
quency of these assaults that Professor Dolan
finds disturbing.
He remembers one attack from a lay male

teacher, who punched and slapped him repeat-
edly across the head when he tried to defend a
classmate with a stammer.
“I was very fortunate in that I had a very

protectivemother who complained about this,
and as a result after first year, it was not so bad.”
Dolan says there are three arguments com-

monly made in favour of the disciplinarian
regime: firstly, pupils got slapped, but it did
not do them any harm; secondly, not all the
teachers were violent, andmany were decent;
and thirdly, there is the familiar defence,
articulated by Brother Garvey, that the Broth-
ers provided an education when no-one else
would do.
Prof Dolan says the fact that some pupils

did not feel that they were harmed by corporal
punishment should not negate the suffering
of others.

CORPORALPUNISHMENT
He acknowledges that there were kind Brothers,
but he says many of these men worked with
violent teachers— and did nothing to stop them.
By the late 1960s, campaigners were begin-

ning to question the approach of the congrega-
tion to discipline and call for a ban on corporal
punishment.
Frank Crummey, who was involved in the

campaign group Reform, recalls the uproar in
Ireland after he went on the Late Late Show

Signed up at 12 years of age: John
Whelan (right) and his brother Jimmy in
Monasterevin CBS around 1971

‘BY FIFTH YEAR, THEREWERE FULL-ON PUNCH-UPS IN CLASS’

Broadcaster and journalist Matt Cooper
says there was still a culture of violence
and control through fear when he attended

North Monastery CBS in Cork from 1978 to 1983.
“Every teacher was assigned a leather strap

about a foot-and-a-half long, and it was used by
some of them.”
He says teachers also usedmetre-long ruler

sticks, bamboo shoots or their bare fists.
“I remember one teacher who was fond of

hitting out with themetre stick across the knuckles
and the hand. On one occasion, I saw him lash out
and hit a guy on the cheek, right below the eye.”
He recalls a particular technique of thrashing

known as a “cheeser”, where backsides where hit
with the edge of a ruler in a slicingmotion.
Cooper was himself thumped a few times, but

quickly learned to keep his head down.
“There was one teacher who was notorious for

using the leather strap for disciplining pupils —
and when he stopped it, he turned to sarcasm and
ridicule.
“He got absolutely brilliant results for our Inter

Cert, and almost everybody in our class got an A.
But then, nearly everyone gave up his subject for
the Leaving Cert because they were so repulsed
by the way they had been coerced into learning the
stuff through fear of beingmocked.
“Some people would have preferred to take a hit

than a lash from the tongue.
“Up until fifth year, the teachers were well able

to physically assault and beat up pupils, but by the
timewe got to sixth year it was working the other
way round.
“In fifth year and sixth year, these guys started

throwing digs back at the teachers. There were a
couple of full-on punch-ups in the class. Others
had to get involved in pulling the pupil and teacher

off each other — that is no exaggeration. And
there was a hatred among some of the Christian
Brothers in charge of running Gaelic Games of
soccer and rugby as foreign games.
“There was very limited ambition for the pupils.

When I told a career guidance teacher I wanted to
be a journalist, he scoffed.”
Cooper says he was asked if he had any relatives

in “the Paper” (meaning the Cork Examiner).
“When I replied ‘No’, I was immediately told I

could forget about it.
“There was this idea that you shouldn’t get ideas

above your station.”
The broadcaster says hemade good friends in

North Mon, including one friend who is godfather to
one of his children.
He believes people in his class went on to

succeed and have good careers almost in spite of
the culture in the school.

W
hen Pope John Paul visited
Ireland in 1979, the activities
of a small group of parents
in south Dublin involved in
a primary school “project”
were unlikely to have been

on his radar.
Only 12 months earlier, the Dalkey School

Project had opened its doors to 90 pupils. The
winds of social change were stirring and these,
more liberally-minded, parents did not want a
Church-controlled education for their children.
When the national schools system was es-

tablished in 1831, it wasn’t meant to be run by
the religious, but the churches moved in. They
were left to it by successive governments, happy
that the religious had the sites and themoney to
build schools. Since then, the Catholic Church
has dominated, not only in terms of scale, but
in its general influence.
The Dalkey School Project had a difficult

gestation, with no support from the minister
for education through themid 1970s, a particu-
larly conservative Fine Gaeler, Dick Burke. Áine
Hyland, now Emeritus Professor of Education
at UCC, who was one of those parents, credits
the support of the new Fianna Fáil government,
under Jack Lynch, for its eventual opening.
Dalkey was the foundation stone for Educate

Together, a multi-denominational patron body,
which has been a catalyst for change in Irish

education. The history of the Catholic Church
as well as in its relationship with Irish education
show that change, if andwhen it happens at all,
comes slowly.
But, when Pope Francis lands in Ireland, he

will be kissing ground where sods have been
turned for a different educational landscape than
that which greeted Pope John Paul II.
The intervening 39 years have seen a slow and

steady whittling away at tradition andmind set,
and a confronting of new realities.
Ireland has witnessed a large fall off in ad-

herence to the faith among the sons, daughters,
grandchildren of those who turned out for Pope
John Paul II.

EDUCATE TOGETHER
Alongside that, the influx of immigrants since
the early noughties brought a wider cultural and
religious mix; new families, many of whom do
not want a Catholic education for their children.
An education system where 90pc of primary

schools were under Catholic Church control was
at odds with these societal shifts.
Educate Together slogged away in the face

of Church opposition and conservatism within
political and Department of Education circles.
Its current count of 82 primary schools makes
it a minnow in a sector with more than 3,200.
It is now also involved in nine at post-primary
(either as patron or co-patron).

Pressure for reform of a church-dominated
systemwasmounting elsewhere, including The
Irish Human Rights Commission (IHRC).
In 2008, the first community national school

under the auspices of a vocational education
committee (now an education and training
board) became the first State-run primary school.
There are now 12.
The real political will came with Labour’s

When John Paul II arrived here,
multi-denominational education
had barely begun. Pope Francis
will survey a changed landscape,
writes education editor
KATHERINE DONNELLY

A slow decline
of Catholicism
in the classroom
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I could not see a lifewithout
girls—puberty came in the
door andmy vocationwent
out thewindow

Brothers was increasingly questioned, and their
hold on the male population loosened. Brother
Edmund Garvey says the cultural change hap-
pened from the moment The Beatles made their
first noise in Liverpool.
“We began to feel the effects of a well-educated

population,” says the congregation leader.
“We created a people who could stand up and

question their lives. From themid-sixties on there
was a numerical and inexorable decline.”

@KimBielenberg
in 1968 and accused the Brothers of abusing
children.
Crummey had suffered beatings at Christian

Brothers schools in Crumlin and Synge Street.
He says that on one occasion, an unidentified

cheeky pupil called a Brother with a limp a “hoppy
bastard”, and the teacher did not knowwho it was.
“The Brother took me to a glasshouse, and

twisted my leg until I screamed — and told him
the name of the boy.”
He remembers the regime at Synge Street as

“cruel and vicious”. And he says he sufferedmore
because he would not hold out his hand for a slap

— or bend over for a beating. “I could never bring
myself to do that, so one occasion, the teacher
got another Brother and they kicked the shit out
of me in a corner as I lay there.”

DAMAGESOF ONE SHILLING
Later, in his work as a campaigner for Reform,
Crummey was involved when Kathleen Moore
took a case against the Brothers when her son
David was badly beaten. A jury found the pun-
ishment excessive, but only awarded damages
of one shilling.
The former Labour Party senator and

newspaper editor John Whelan can see two
sides to the Christian Brothers story. In 1973,
at just 12 years of age as a boy in Monasterevin,
Co Kildare, he signed up to become a Christian
Brothers postulant and left home for the life of
a trainee in Carriglea Park in Dún Laoghaire.
That was in spite of some Brothers in his school

meting out harsh punishment.
“At school, therewas definitely an element that

was sadistic and brutal. They did not pass up the
opportunity to give you a dig in the ribs, a crack
across the side of the head, or a box across the lugs.”

But Whelan does not go along with the idea
that the Brothers were all brutal and says we
should not applymodern-day standards to an era
when corporal punishment was not only legal,
but actively encouraged.
He says he found some of the brothers “ex-

tremely decent”.
In his period as a postulant, he says he learned

a lot and prayed a lot, read Thomas Aquinas, and
spent long periods with his fellow trainees in total
silence. The only woman in his life at this time,
according to his own account, was Our Lady of
Perpetual Succour.
Gradually it dawned on the teenager that the

life of a Brother was not for him.
“I could not see a life without girls — puberty

came in the door and my vocation went out the
window.”
Whelan says he was shocked at the revelations

in the Ryan Report, but not surprised by them.
According to Whelan, if you take a coterie of

young boys away from home and school them in
a surreal, sexually repressed environment over a
period of years, there are obvious dangers.
From the 1960s onwards, the authority of the

‘I WANTED TO LEAVE BECAUSE I
WAS FED UP OF BEING THUMPED’

Gay Byrne says he was belted and thumped
by the Christian Brothers for one reason
or another at school in Synge Street in the

1940s, but he is grateful to the order for giving
him an education.
“The positive aspect of the Christian

Brothers is that without them, people of my
background would not have received any
education of any kind.
“The question of fees was never mentioned.

Every quarter or so, an envelope was sent home
via each pupil, and then sealed and brought
back.
“I know that there must have been a good

few guys in my classes whose families could
not afford to put anything in the envelope.
Nobody was put out of the school because their
parents could not afford the fees.
“They gave us a good all-round education.

The compulsory Irish was a bit of a bugbear,
but they were obliged to follow it.
“The downside was corporal punishment

for disobedience of any kind, or things like not
turning up with your exercise book.
“If they wanted to hit you on the head, they

used the hand. They used the leather for slaps
on the hand — four of the best, or six of the
best.
“They were rough and they were tough, and

they all came from the same rural, uneducated
background. And of course, they were recruited
as Christian Brothers at a disgracefully young
age.
“After the Inter Cert, I decided I wanted to

leave because I was fed up with being thumped
around the place.
“As a bribe, mymother and father bought me

a bicycle, which was the first bike I had.
“I went back, and in fifth and sixth year

there wasn’t very much corporal punishment,
because we were older guys — and we knew
what we were about.”

InterviewsbyKimBielenberg

Bribe: Gay Byrne
only returned to
school after his

parents gave him
a bike. PHOTO: MARK

CONDREN

NEXTWEEK
in our State of
theChurch series,
we talk to nuns
about vocations,
missionaries and
the rise of the
older entrant

More recently, hostile
reaction fromCatholic
bishopswonout, when they
stymied plans for the first-
ever State curriculum in
world religions and ethics
for primary schools

Newgeneration: The first
non-Church controlled
school opened its doors
a year before Pope John
Paul II’s visit to Ireland
in 1979

Ruairi Quinn, appointed minister for education
in 2011. He established the Forum on Patronage
and Pluralism in the Primary Sector, under the
stewardship of the recently deceased Prof John
Coolahan.
The forum report set out a roadmap, including

proposals for the transfer of a Catholic school to
another patron body, in a community where there
is demand for diversity, but no choice.

It alsomade a series of recommendations aimed
atmaking schools that continued under religious
control — asmost were likely to do—more inclu-
sive. Proposals covered issues such as the display
of religious artefacts and making it easier for
non-Catholic children to opt out of religion classes.
While the Catholic Church acknowledges the

principle of increased diversity in school type,
only 10 changed from patronage under the fo-
rum’s proposals — the forum had hoped for 50 in
the initial phase. The current minister Richard
Bruton has come up with a different mechanism
to advance that.
Notwithstanding the forum’s proposals on plu-

ralism, the Church holds the view that Catholic
schools must remain Catholic, and have been
mounting rearguard actions on several fronts.
They were not pleased when Ruairi Quinn’s

successor, Jan O’Sullivan, acted on a recommen-
dation to ditch a rule stipulating that “a religious
spirit should inform and vivify the whole work
of the school”.
While in place, it meant that all pupils, regard-

less of their faith status, were supposed to receive
indirect religious education.
More recently, hostile reaction from Catholic

bishops won out, when they stymied plans for the
first-ever State curriculum inworld religions and
ethics for primary schools. While not intended to
replace traditional religious education, the bishops
said it would “confuse” pupils. There is a battle
raging currently over opt-out from religion classes
at second-level.
The weeks before the arrival of Pope Francis

marked a historic legislative change, steered
through by Richard Bruton, effectively removing
the role of religion as a criterion for entry to
primary schools. This was the so-called “baptism
barrier”, used by oversubscribed Catholic schools
to prioritise entry for pupils baptised in their
faith, even if they lived further away than the
non-believer, or the Hindu next door.
In this changing landscape, some fields have

been disturbed more than others.
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